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TX  he Great Palace at Dolmabahpe, that 
unmatchable monument to the opulence, 
extravagance, and free-spending habits of 
the Ottoman Sultans of the 19th century, is 
after fifteen years of painstaking restoration, 
open to the public who have so long won­
dered at its contents from afar.
"Dolmabahge" in Turkish means filled 
or stuffed garden, and a more appropriate 
expression could hardly be found for the 
site of the palace we are now allowed to see. 
In actuality, the site is a land fill, created in 
the 17th century as a garden and picnic 
place for the Ottoman royalty. In 1839, by 
the order of the Sultan Abdulmecit, how­
ever, the garden was "filled" with his great 
new residence, having been tired of Top- 
kapi's age and intrigues. Filled it is indeed. 
Statistically alone Dolmabahge is stagger­
ing. Stretching 300 meters in length along a 
600 meter solid white marble pier, the 
palace contains 285 rooms, plus 43 major
salons,six large balconies, and six Turkish 
Baths (Hamams). 4.455 square meters of 
handloomed silk and wool Turkish and Per­
sian carpets cover floors inlaid in mosaic­
like patterns of pear and mahogany. Four­
teen tons of gold leaf adorn columns, walls, 
doors, furniture-even radiators! Bohemian 
and Bacarat crystal chandeliers as well as 
fireplaces tinkle and glisten at every turn. All 
pale, however, alongside the four and a half 
TON chandelier of the Reception Hall, a gift 
of England's Queen Victoria and the largest 
in the world.
The building of Dolmabahge caused a 
storm among the royal houses of Europe in 
the mid-nineteenth century. Abdulmecit set 
out to surpass all other residences of 
crowned heads, and in doing so created a 
sort of contest among royal houses to out­
do one another in house warming gifts. A 
pot pouri resulted. Napoleon sent Buhl 
tables (featuring his own portrait!) to be
Wseen today in the Audience Chamber of the 
Ambassadors. Tsar Nicolas II sent a pair of 
white Russian bear rugs, on either side of 
the Waiting Salon of the Ambassadors. 
Franz losef of Austria sent many of the 
Bohemian crystal pieces, and Victoria of 
England, grandfather clocks in addition to 
the fabulous chandelier. Gold, silver, ivory, 
silk, paintings, furniture, all arrived to grace 
the already-rich palace surroundings.
As Chief Architect for the palace the 
Sultan chose Karabet Balyan of the Otto­
man fam i ly of architects who designed most 
of the Ottoman structures of the 19th cen­
tury. The exterior is dominated by Baroque 
and eclectic styles of the Renaissance 
period, done almost exclusively in white 
marble. Like a magnificent wedding cake, 
the royal residence "parades" down the 
shore line, dominated by its central "tier" 
formed by the Holiday Reception Hall, with 
wings left and right forming the Public 
Rooms and Harem respectively.
The interior was designed by the 
Frenchman Sechan, creator of the Paris 
Opera, and similarities of richness abound. 
Most ceilings are engraved or frescoed in 
pastel shades highlighted with gold leaf. 
Wall surfaces are largely marble, floors 
throughout parquet, fabrics all hand-woven 
Hereke silks, and furnishings over-size to fit 
the huge expanses of the salons.
Today's visitor to the palace is given but 
a taste of the total richness and splendor 
within, but what a taste! It is the official 
rooms of state which have been opened, 
and these are the most splendid indeed. 
One enters the grounds today through the 
Treasury Gate entrance, quickly passing the 
old treasury buildings of the grounds, to 
enter an exquisite garden, framed by the 
high walls dictated by Islam's desire to 
shield its women from public view. Those 
gardens have been meticulously restored, 
and so today have the appearance of the 
times when they were the tranquil oasis 
isolati ng the world of the su I tan from that of 
his subjects.
Imagining one’s self an ambassador of a 
major foreign court wishing to present his
credentials to his Excellency the Sultan, one 
floats through the gardens and ascends the 
marble stairs to the official public entrance 
of the palace. The Foyer itself contains the 
first of the many gifts to the Sultan we will 
see over and over again - flower vases from 
the people of France given to the Sultan 
Abdulhamit II, and bearing his initials in 
Latin script, "AH.", a sign of the Westerniza­
tion which began in the early 19th century. 
The hall itself sets a theme of opulence 
which carries throughout the public salons. 
Here the most striking feature is the Bacarat 
Crystal set of four matching fireplaces in the 
four corners of the main hall. The accom­
panying photograph can tell the reader far 
more than any words about the unbelieve- 
able richness brought into this salon by 
these fireplaces. The floor plan of the entry 
hall carries to all other salons of the palace, 
a central hall, furnished in total symmetry, 
framed by small side lounges on the sea 
and land sides of the palace. Behind each 
fireplace is a smaller room, completing a 
layout of small rooms opening into larger 
which is typical of the traditional Turkish 
home.
Ones' head is likely already swimming 
from the entry alone, but we now enter a 
"world" quite unlike anywhere else. Func­
tionally we ascend a staircase, but it seems 
incidental, for we are swept into a world of 
crystal, gold, marble, silver and inlaid par­
quet, crowned by a vaulted glass dome, 
causing one. to become dizzy and giddy 
simultaneously. Imagine the thoughts the 
ambassador might have as he realizes the 
splendor of the Sultan's court he is entering. 
This salon of the Crystal Staircase brings us 
to the upper floor of the palace, where we 
enter the suite of rooms reserved for the 
Reception of Foreign Ambassadors.
The main Salon of the Diplomatic Corps 
is decorated in much the same rich fashion 
as the entry hall below. Of special note here 
are the Russian bear rugs mentioned ear­
lier, a gift of the Tsar Nicolas II, and the two 
solid sterling silver clocks at either end of 
the room, one carrying scenes of nature, the 
other Arabesque style. In the days of the
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Republic, it was in this room that a confer­
ence chaired by Atatürk made the momen­
tous decision to change the Turkish lan­
guage from Arabic to Latin script.
The corner rooms of this salon were 
used as waiting and dining rooms for visit­
ing diplomats, but we need not be kept 
waiting, the Sultan is away, and we can 
move to his chamber without further ado! 
Our ambassador's path therefore continues 
through three more smaller chambers 
before we finally enter the Sultan's Private 
Audience Chamber. Had we been an actual 
ambassador, by now we might have waited 
several hours. After this long wait we would 
have been draped in heavy oversized robes 
(so heavy in fact that two guards would have 
to hold us up to walk), thereby made to feel 
small, helpless, and of no consequence to 
the Sultan himself. Such was the psychol­
ogy of the Ottoman Court.
The Private Audience Chamber glows 
with crimson and gold, highlighted by the 
small round tables presented to Sultan 
Abdülmecit by Napoleon (the two near the 
entry door can be closely examined), and 
the sterling silver vase and candelabra 
which obscure the Sultan from direct view 
as they rest on the central marble table.
We leave the suite of audience rooms 
now and move back through the crystal stair 
salon to a very rich room which was used in 
the time of the Sultan for religious gather­
ings and State Dinners (note the musical 
clock we pass i n the stair salon made of gold 
and bronze and decorated with diamonds 
and emeralds - a product of the artisans of 
the shipyard of the Golden Horn).
This grand salon was the center of activ­
ity during days of Ramazan each year, with 
the floors covered with prayer rugs and a 
special section screened off so the women 
of the harem could join the Sultan in pray­
ers. The expanse of this room, combined 
with the richness of its parquet flooring and 
heavy use of gold leaf made it a favorite for 
state dinners both in the times of the Sul­
tans, and during the republic years under 
Atatürk. In Ottoman times, dinner service 
was on gold plates with gold and silver 
service pieces carried to and from the 
chamber by waiters in red silk jackets 
embroidered in silver, wearing black trous­
ers and white gloves. Off this room, but 
closed to public view, on the sea side are 
the chambers of the palace library, created 
by Abdülmecit, but also used by Atatürk as 
he carried out his reform for the moderniza­
tion of Turkey.
Moving further into the palace, we pass 
two small rooms used for musical enter­
tainment, and turning to our right reach the 
Bath Chambers of the Sultan. This suite is 
undoubtedly the palace's most intriguing 
section, particularly to the foreign visitor, 
who immediately begins to conjur up 
images of the exotically rich life enjoyed 
even in the mundane task of bathing. The 
first room entered is the disrobing 
chamber and relaxing room, where the Sul­
tan would rest periodically during the 
bathing ritual. Entering the bath proper, 
through the heavy mahogany entry door, we
are surrounded by a world of dazzling ala­
baster, silver and crystal we might previously 
have thought only existed in the imagina­
tions of others like ourselves who have diffi­
culty accepting the reality of the story-book 
lives of the Ottoman Sultans. The matched 
marbles used in the ceilings, walls, floors, 
and wash basins and tub are all specially 
cut from quarries in Egypt, so clear and pure 
that sun's rays cause shadows to form 
through the stone itself, almost like fine 
china. The brightness of the bath was 
assured through the glass-domed ceilings, 
and ample windows overlooking the sea.
Departing the bath, we pass through a 
portrait gallery, in which are shown both the 
portraits of all Sultans who resided in Dol- 
mabahpe, and the crowned heads who were 
their contemporaries, many of whom paid 
visits to Istanbul and the palace as royal 
guests of the Sultan.
A brief walk down a minor staircase, a 
turn of a corner, and we approach what is for 
most visitors one of the most breathtaking 
moments of their lives... the entrance to the 
Holiday Reception Hall of Dolmabahpe. 
Reputed to be the largest enclosed ball­
room in the world, the hall is supported by 
fifty-six paired columns, which in turn are 
topped  by four arched sem i-dom es 
crowned by the hall's 36 meter high fres­
coed dome. The focus of the hall is its 
chandelier, weighing four and a half tons, 
previously mentioned as the "palace warm­
ing” gift of Queen Victoria to the Sultan. Its 
750 lamps shed a rain of dazzling light upon 
the festivities undertaken beneath it. On 
religious holidays this reception hall was 
the site of the ritual greetings given to the 
Sultan who sat upon his 250 kilo gold and 
jewel-encrusted throne, brought from the 
treasury of Topkapi for these sessions. On 
such holidays the four overhead galleries 
would be filled with the women of the 
harem, musicians, and foreign observers. 
From the latticed windows above the sea­
side entry doors, the women of the harem 
could also enjoy a direct view of the festivi­
ties without themselves being observed.
in addition to holiday celebrations, this 
hall has seen many important historical 
events of the empire and republic periods. 
Here the Emperors Franz Josef and Karl of 
Austria-Hungary were received, as well as 
the Empress Eugene of France. The Sultan 
Abdül Aziz staged cock fights here in the 
1860's decorating the victorious birds with 
be-jeweled Ottoman medals! Alas, it was 
also from this glorious chamber that two of 
the last sultans were forcefully deposed. In a 
crowd of screaming, hysterical eunuchs, 
Abdül Aziz was led in his pink night shirt to a 
waiting caique, where he joined his wailing 
mother and favorite concubine being sent 
into isolation in one of the old palaces of 
the city. His nephew, in turn, Murat V, 
remained on the throne in the Dolmabahçe 
Palace for only three months before being 
declared insane, and being deposed in favor 
of his brother, Abdül Hamid II. The new 
Sultan was first presented to the National 
Assembly in this great hall.
Under the Republic, Dolmabahçe was 
used by Atatürk as an occasional residence 
while visiting Istanbul. It was in a bedroom 
in the Harem Section that he finally suc­
cumbed to a long illness, dying on 
November 10, 1938. His body lay in state 
under the great dome of the Reception Hall 
for three days, viewed by thousands of griev­
ing Turks who passed through the hall in an 
unending stream.
One visit is not enough, for the mind 
cannot normally soak in so much splendor 
at one moment in time. Sultan Abdülmecit 
desired to create a world of richness unri­
valed by any other. You will certainly agree 
that he succeeded, and want to personally 
witness his success as many times as your 
visit to Istanbul will allow.
38
Kişisel Arşivlerde İstanbul Belleği 
Taha Toros Arşivi
